
When the Kentucky legislature 

made the commonwealth’s 30%-

35% film and TV tax credit non-

refundable in 2018, it cast a pall 

over the careers of local industry 

pros including Louisville native 

Emily Blevins, who had racked up 

credits as a production manager 

or producer on a dozen Lifetime 

movies shot in the Bluegrass state. 

Although $428 million in cred-

its had been approved under the 

old version of the incentive, which 

paid cash to productions for any 

credits they earned that were not 

eaten up by their tax bill, there 

was no guarantee the projects 

that had applied for the credits 

would actually shoot in Kentucky. 

And once those approved proj-

ects were completed, the jobs 

would be gone, because Kentucky 

would no longer be able to com-

pete against production hotbeds 

with stronger incentives such as 

Georgia, its neighbor to the south. 

“We were going to have to move 

or change our careers,” says Blevins.

But Blevins stuck it out and was 

rewarded at the beginning of 

2022 when, thanks to a concerted 

lobbying effort by her and other 

members of the local production 

community, a new version of Ken-

tucky’s incentive went into effect. 

It restored the refundability of the 

tax credits, bringing a wave of 

interest from outside producers.

“All of us are so happy that we’re 

able to stay together and work 

again,” says Blevins, who’s serving 

as a senior production manager 

on the syndicated show “Relative 

Justice,” while drafting prelimi-

nary schedules and budgets for 

potential Kentucky productions 

on the side. “It’s like ‘The Wizard 

of Oz.’ There’s no place like home.”

Selling producers on the physi-

cal beauty of her Kentucky home 

is not hard. It has an impressively 

diverse topography, highlighted 

by rolling bluegrass-covered 

savannas dotted with thorough-

bred horse farms (it’s home to 

the Kentucky Derby, after all), 

the Appalachian Mountains in 

the east, and more navigable 

waterways than any other state 

in the U.S. other than Alaska. It 

also boasts historic small towns 

that, with a little set dressing, can 

depict the 19th century, and urban 

centers including Lexington and 

Kentucky’s 
Keeneland 
racetrack 
embodies one 
of the things the 
state is famous 
for: horses.

Kentucky Opens Doors to Production

Boosters tout generous new incentive program, diverse locations, hospitality and other factors  

to lure projects to Bluegrass state By Todd Longwell
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We were super excited just by the 
different looks that Kentucky would 
afford us.” — Jason Tomasco

Louisville’s urban 
landscape can 
stand in for 
bigger metro-
politan areas.

Louisville, which can even double 

for New York City, and, unlike Los 

Angeles, four distinct seasons.

“We were super excited just 

by the different looks that Ken-

tucky would afford us,” says 

Jason Tomasco, producer of the 

action-thriller “Red Right Hand,” 

starring Orlando Bloom and 

Andie MacDowell. It is shooting 

a half-hour outside Louisville. 

“Also, it seems like a lot of the 

larger studios and crews are get-

ting swept up over in Atlanta, and 

Georgia in general, at this point, 

so we really feel like we’d have a 

hard time competing [for staff].”

Georgia has reigned as the No. 

3 busiest production hub, behind 

California and New York, for more 

than a decade, thanks to a 30% 

tax credit passed in 2008 that has 

attracted numerous mega-budget 

Marvel movies and TV series such 

as AMC’s “The Walking Dead.” 

Kentucky responded with a tax 

credit of its own in 2009, but it 

was only 20%, so it failed to attract 

many major productions apart 

from the horse-racing drama 

“Secretariat” (2010), and even that 

did much of its location shooting 

in Louisiana, which has been suc-

cessfully luring productions with 

its incentive since 2003.

Kentucky finally got into the 

game in 2015, when it upped its 

base tax credit to 30%, and added 

an extra 5% for local hires and 

shooting in “enhanced incentive 

counties” that attracted a respect-

able string of independent films, 

including director Phillip Noyce’s 

thriller “Above Suspicion” (2019) 

and the comedies “The Art of 

Self-Defense,” starring Jesse 

Eisenberg, and “The Stand-In” 

(2019), toplining Drew Barrymore. 

ing to other states to work in it. 

Now they have the opportunity 

to work in their home state pur-

suing their careers. It also pro-

vides a huge infusion of money 

into local economies that these 

films will be made in and spur the 

development of many new local 

businesses to support this new 

industry in Kentucky,” says State 

Sen. Mike Wilson. 

A drawback to the current 

version of Kentucky’s incentive 

is that it has an annual cap of $75 

million, and a limit of $10 million 

per project, which effectively 

precludes the commonwealth 

from serving as the primary 

shooting locale for tentpole 

productions. In contrast, Geor-

gia’s program is uncapped — a 
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By 2018, Kentucky had only paid 

out $14.3 million in film and TV 

tax credits, but with the common-

wealth facing an unprecedented 

budget shortfall that year, the 

legislature voted to rein in the 

incentive. Now that the refund-

able component of the Kentucky 

incentive has been restored, it has 

an advantage over Georgia, where 

the tax credit is merely transfer-

able, which means productions 

have to sell their excess credits 

to a broker, who typically pays 

between 85 cents and 90 cents 

on the dollar. 

“I believe this industry is defi-

nitely untapped in its potential 

for Kentucky and many of our 

young people who aspire to work 

in the industry have been mov-

Alex McAulay’s 
2020 edgy drama 
“Don’t Tell a Soul” 
incorporated 
Kentucky’s fall 
weather into its 
mood-building.
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“Red Right Hand” 
directors Ian and 
Eshom Nelms 
on the Kentucky 
location for the 
action thriller, 
which stars 
Orlando Bloom, 
Andie MacDowell, 
Scott Haze and 
Garret Dillahunt.

bill that would’ve limited it to 

$900 million annually died a 

quick death in the state legisla-

ture in March — and it distrib-

uted more than a billion dollars 

in tax credits in 2021 alone. But 

Kentucky still has an advantage 

over its northern neighbor Ohio, 

which has a $40 million cap on its 

30% tax credit, and boosters are 

confident Kentucky can attract 

enough high-profile independent 

productions to build a healthy, 

sustainable film and TV industry.

“We’re like Georgia 10, 15 years 

ago,” says Colin Doherty, owner 

of the Lexington-based produc-

tion house Hook Interactive. 

“The incentive is there, the state’s 

behind it, and it’s just a matter of 

bringing the right people here, 

who’ll spent $20 [million] to $30 

million-plus on a movie.”

Kentucky is now addressing 

its production infrastructure, 

which lags behind its geograph-

ically close and established 

hubs in Georgia and Louisiana. 

The jewel in the crown, Wrigley 

Media Group’s new state-of-the-

art 52,000-sq.-ft. studio complex 

in Lexington, which can handle 

mid-size projects, but most of 

Kentucky’s available soundstage 

space is only suitable for small-

scale video and photo shoots. 

However, visiting productions can 

always use empty warehouses 

Comedy-
drama “Better 
Start Running” 
used a lot of 
what Kentucky 
has to offer.
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Louisville’s 
Tapestry Studios 
hosts a lot of 
shoots, including 
Bendigo Fletcher’s 
music video 
“Evergreen.”

as makeshift soundstages, as 

they’ve traditionally done in 

underdeveloped-but-incen-

tive-rich locales, or if it’s appro-

priate for the story, a project can 

confine its shoot to practical 

locations, as “Red Right Hand” is. 

And until Kentucky establishes 

its own collection of well-stocked 

equipment supply houses, gear 

can be brought in from Georgia 

or Ohio.

“It’s tough to build an industry 

because it’s a chicken-and-egg 

thing,” says Merry-Kay Poe, who 

produced the homegrown Ken-

tucky features “Don’t Tell a Soul” 

(2020), starring Rainn Wilson, and 

“What We Do Next” (2022), star-

ring Corey Stoll. “The infrastruc-

ture’s not going to come unless 

productions are here, and the big 

productions don’t come without 

the infrastructure, so it’ll take us a 

few years to work that out.”
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Now that Kentucky has restored 

the transferable component 

of its 30%-35% film and TV tax 

credit and, by extension, its 

appeal to Hollywood, it’s look-

ing to rebuild its atrophied net-

work of production services to 

support the expected influx of 

outside projects.

“Everybody’s kind of scram-

bling right  now,”  says Joe 

Laughrey, a partner in Louisville’s 

ThoughtFly Studios, which pro-

vides production and post-pro-

duction equipment and services, 

including suites for editing, visual 

effects, ADR and sound mixing. 

Although ThoughtFly specializes 

in commercials, he’s looking to 

harness relationships it built with 

out-of-state producers during the 

incentive’s run of popularity from 

2015 to 2018 and launch a separate 

digital film finishing company.

Scott Handel is preparing to 

open a new branch of his Colum-

bus-based gear rental house 

Ohio HD, rebranded as OHD 

Studios, in a 20,000-square-foot 

building he purchased in a sub-

urb of Louisville that will have 

soundstage space and a full com-

plement of camera, lighting, grip 

and electric equipment. 

Projected to open in late July, 

OHD Studios will join preexisting 

tenants in the building, including 

a handful of camera owner-oper-

ators and SkyBridge Mediaworks, 

which offers equipment, edit 

facilities and several soundstages, 

including one dedicated to green 

screen work.

“If we can’t help you, we can 

definitely point you in the right 

direction,” says Handel.  

Kentucky’s production  

community ramps up 

facilities

REBUILD  
EFFORT  
UNDERWAY  

Another issue for Kentucky is a 

lack of experienced crew and the 

incentive is designed to address that 

with its offer of an extra 5% credit 

for local hires. In the meantime, 

productions can call on workers 

from other industries in the state.

For instance, “if you’ve worked 

in the coal mines and you can run 

electric a mile into the side of a 

mountain, you can be a gaffer on 

a on a film production,” says Jay 

Hall, senior VP of business devel-

opment for Wrigley Media Group.

“As far as job training, this lays 

perfect for our community col-

leges. Many of the jobs needed 

for the TV and film industry will 

be provided through them. They 

are very agile and have the ability 

to adjust to our work force needs 

very quickly,” notes Wilson. 

When it comes to setting up 

shop in a neighborhood for a 

shoot, crews are treated to a differ-

ent brand of Southern hospitality. 

It’s unlike Los Angeles, where 

“people are bringing their lawn-

mowers out, anything that will 

make noise, because they know the 

line producer has a big wad of cash 

and he’s going come around and 

say, ‘How much is it going to cost 

me for you to turn that thing off so 

we can get the shot?’” says Timo-

thy Bates, Kentucky Entertainment 

Incentive (KEI) Program adminis-

trative manager. “You have a very 

excited and enthusiastic popula-

tion here that wants to help.”

A l a i n  B oye r,  wh o  m ove d 

from Los Angeles to Lexington 

to launch Kentucky Locations 

Unlimited in 2021, says: “When I 

was doing some location scout-

ing, I went to all the horse farms 

and anything you could possibly 

need they would try to accommo-

date, because they were just genu-

inely nice people,” Boyer says.

The good attitude rubs off on 

industry pros who come to Ken-

tucky, according to documentary 

filmmaker Soozie Eastman, pres-

ident of the nonprofit 502 Film 

and chair of the Louisville Film 

Commission, who returned to her 

native home in 2015 after years in 

New York City and Hollywood.

“It’s a different mindset for me 

being a filmmaker in Kentucky 

than when I was in L.A., where 

there are millions of people like 

me,” Eastman says. “Here, there’s 

a little bit more joy and energy, 

and they’re excited to participate 

in this new business.”

The excitement becomes more 

contagious when one sees the 

housing prices in Kentucky. 

Aimee Dirksen, Wrigley Media 

executive in charge of production, 

found more affordable housing 

in Lexington, where the median 

price for home listings is currently 

$300,000. “We bought a normal 

house that other people in the world 

have, but after 20 years in New 

York and L.A., we were like, what is 

all this space?” laughs Dirksen. 

A couple of the 
locals at Darby 
Dan Farm in 
Kentucky horse 
country. 

It’s a different mindset for me being a 
filmmaker in Kentucky than when I was 
in L.A. … Here, there’s a little bit more  
joy and energy, and they’re excited to 
participate in this new business.” 
— Soozie Eastman



When the subject of home-

grown Kentucky production com-

panies comes up these days, the 

first name out of anyone’s mouth 

is Wrigley Media Group, which 

is transforming an abandoned 

multiplex in the city of Lexington 

into a full-service state-of-the-art 

art 52,000-sq.-ft. studio complex, 

dubbed Wrigley Woodhill Studios. 

Currently, it has a single sound-

stage, which is hosting the second 

season of the group’s nationally 

syndicated courtroom reality 

show “Relative Justice,” starring 

Judge Rhonda Wills. But when the 

second phase of the renovation 

is finished in early 2023, it will be 

the largest studio facility in Ken-

tucky, with room to host outside 

it a new life,” says Misdee Wrigley 

Miller, CEO and owner. “It’s right 

next to a community center, and 

I foresee a partnership with them 

to bring in interns and train the 

next generation of people to work 

in this industry.”

“The film tax incentive was 

essential to leveling the playing 

field for Kentucky with states like 

Georgia. We are already seeing 

that first hand with Misdee’s com-

mitment to the Commonwealth,” 

says State Sen. Damon Thayer.  

Founded in 1993 as Post 

Time Prods., the company was 

rebranded Wrigley Media Group in 

2017 after Wrigley Miller purchased 

a majority stake from co-founder 

Wood Simpson. One of Wrigley 

Miller’s first orders of business 

was persuading Jayne Hancock, a 

former DirecTV exec who was one 

of the driving forces behind “NFL 

Sunday Ticket,” to relocate to Lex-

ington and take the reins as CEO. 

Hancock built up the company’s 

executive ranks with fellow out-

of-town recruit Babbit, formerly 

a senior VP of programming and 

development for the Travel Chan-

nel, and chief revenue officer 

David Bertram, a Lexington local. 

WMG ramped up production 

with original projects for outlets 

such as NBC Sports, Discovery ID 

and HGTV, including 2020’s “Joe 

Exotic: Before He Was King.” 

Hancock was also one of the 

executive producers, alongside 

Wrigley Miller, of the big-screen 

comedy “The Stand-In,” starring 

Drew Barrymore, which was par-

tially shot in Lexington. When 

Hancock died of breast cancer in 

September 2020, Wrigley Miller 

assumed the position of CEO.

In December, WMG expanded 

its longstanding partnership with 

the University of Kentucky in a 

deal that will have it sponsoring 

the school’s esports initiatives 

and producing in-game videos for 

athletic events, as well as working 

to develop practical experiences 

for students in production.

“We’re integrated into com-

munications department to the 

point that we’re helping them 

create curriculum specific to 

what we need them to produce,” 

says Bertram. 

An artists’ 
rendering of the 
Wrigley Woodhill 
Studios, set for 
completion in 2023. 

Makeover Magic
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Wrigley Media Group transforms old multiplex into new soundstage complex By Todd Longwell

V A R I E T Y  ●  6 3

productions drawn to the com-

monwealth by its revived film and 

TV incentive, featuring a 30%-35% 

refundable tax credit.

“We developed ‘Relative Jus-

tice’ and sold it into most of the 

country, and then we had to 

make it,” says Ross Babbit, Wrig-

ley Media’s executive producer 

and chief content officer. “We 

knew that we needed a space 

big enough to have court set 

and a gallery audience, along 

with all the support spaces, and 

there wasn’t a ready-made space 

in Lexington.”

They looked at warehouses and 

airplane hangars, finally, they dis-

covered the 10-theater Woodhill 

Cinemas multiplex.

“It was an ‘a-ha’ moment,” Bab-

bit says. “I walked in there and saw 

that massive movie theater with no 

columns, a 30-foot ceiling, sound-

proofing already in place and an 

air conditioning unit that wouldn’t 

interfere with production.”

After the seats were removed, the 

floor leveled and new electronics 

installed, the theater was ready to 

play as a soundstage for “Relative 

Justice.” Once the build-out of the 

entire complex is completed next 

year, it will boast three sound-

stages, along with productions 

offices, wardrobe and prop stor-

age, and parking for nearly 100 cars. 

“I’m very proud that we took 

an old, abandoned building that 

was an eyesore and we’re giving 


